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John Lee "Jack" Wilson: Well, he ought to be called Titler. 
Interviewer: Yeah? 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: I mean, Hitler, instead of Titler. Reminds me 

and he only is the biggest coward, he is the biggest coward I’ve ever stood around. They 
had a nice old gentleman from Colfax Highway sent in there to manage that. See he got 
there after I had been over there 6 months by myself. They said they were from the 
International Land Miners and sent Uncle Tom Pine from Colfax Highway - a real nice 
old gentleman. 


Interviewer: Oh, after you had been in Harlan County then they sent Titler in there? 
John Lee "Jack" Wilson: Pardon? 
Interviewer: They sent Titler in there after you had been in there. 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: Oh why that feller wadn’t have went to Harlan County 
under no circumstances until it was quieted down. And I had never seen him until after. I 
never seen George Titler, I had read about him and heard about him, but I never met him 
until 6 or 8 years after Harlan County was organized. And I'll tell you then. They, see, the 
first men that came into the Hazard Field - you want to record some of this stuff? Are you 
recording now? 


Interviewer: Yes. 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: Well the first men I met came in Hazard field was in 1933. 
It was Sam Caddy and Dale Stapleton. And me and my wife and we have, my oldest 
daughter is red headed like that one there, a little red-headed girl about like her, we went 
to Hazard and we came to get the, what you see you could get. Like you said it was hard 
times there. Anyhow, my wife was a shopping in the clothing store somewheres there and 
I took the little girl and went in the drug store and got an ice cream. And when I came out 
there was a morning car with an Indiana license on it, drove up there and parked. And I 
got acquainted with them - it was Sam Caddy and Dale Stapleton. And they were scared 
to death. 


Interviewer: Now they were organizing too? 

John Lee "Jack" Wilson: They went in to organize the country. 

Interviewer: They hadn’t - 

John Lee "Jack" Wilson: They hadn’t organized no local one there, see. Yet. Well 
they had their attorney in them days was Old Callowy and ____. The reason they called 


him Old Calloway - he’s got a son that’s living now that’s an attorney, see. And 
Calloway Naper he is a personal friend of mine and he’s known me from the time I was a 
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boy like and I found out later that he had told them that I was afraid of nothing so they 
could get me, see. Well they didn't have no money in them days and I worked three 
routes long time there and when they started paying me anything, they paid me $5 a day 
for the days I actually worked with them and bought my dinner, see. 


Interviewer: So you went in there in ‘33? Is that right? 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: This was in Hazard! Mind you. ‘Fore I went, before now I 
went into Harlan. That's what I meant. When I lived in the Hazard field and was working 
there. 


Interviewer: And what years was that? 
John Lee "Jack" Wilson: That was in ‘33. That is what I just told you. ‘33. 
Interviewer: So you were there for 3 years you said? 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: I had lived there several years when they came through. I 
was working at the #1 Blue Diamond Mine. 


Interviewer: see. I see. And you started working there - 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: I was working in the mines from the time I was a boy until 
I got broke down. 


Interviewer: He started you in that mine when you were 12? 
John Lee "Jack" Wilson: Pardon? 
Interviewer: You started - 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: Yeah. You well now, see there was these strange men with 
a morning car and they had men. And bad gun men that the companies had to hire at that 
time. And there had been men took on what they called a one way ride. Organizers and 
like that. Or just anyone that tried to speak up for the union. And they had awful band of 
outlaws they deputised. And like I told you their attorney had told them to get Jack 
Wilson. And I didn’t know that then. See they spoke to me and, and told me they wanted 
to talk with me a while. Well of course in those days everyone had a gun and I had a gun 
on me. It was open this and see. Well they said they would like for me to take a ride with 
them. Now I said you wait until I take this little girl and her mother up and I went out 
there and took Nell out to her mother and when I went back there and they was both in 
the front seat. They said they want me, they said they want me to ride out of town. See I 
never thought about them being organized, you know what I mean. And I heard about 
many people here in town and them people they took on the one way ride and them 
things. Well, I said to myself if you're taking me on a one way ride you’re not using very 
good judgement letting me be in the backseat, you know what I mean. 
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Interviewer: Yeah. 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: That was what I thought, it had not occurred to them. Well 
they took me down below town, down around near the river bank and parked below 
Hazard down the river, and they told me their names and what they was doing, see. That 
they was organizers. Now I was wanting a union, you know what I mean. But now at that 
time that my father was an assistant mine foreman at the #2 Blue Diamond Mine and I 
was running the motor in #1, see. So they told me that they heard tell that I was not much 
afraid and they wanted my help to try and organize. And I wadn’t - I never promised 
them for sure. I wanted to talk to my father anyhow before. So I told them I would meet 
them the next day. So I talked with my father that night, you see. I told him that I want 
the union and you was an officer and he said let me tell you something, he said Jack, this 
is a dangerous deal but said there is hungry children around here and said if they can get 
anything to help them. Said I don’t want you to do nothing on my account. You just do 
what you feel. The only thing I’m worried if you tackle it is you’re liable to get killed, 
see. Well so’s I took them up on the job just like I told you, and now it was all voluntary 
work mostly. And if they paid me anything it was $5 a day and my dinner and I kept right 
on with my job at the mine. And of course I raised my own patch them days. And 
I was eating better. And miss, yeah we just had one child then. The night it was organized 
our second child was born there. 


Interviewer: Was that so? 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: In the hospital. And at that last meeting they had in Hazard, 
well I'll tell you what, I went with them to put in 42 charters there in Hazard field. And 
of course I kept that gun handy and I told that Pistol Pete the only way for them to kill me 
was shooting me in the back because if I was looking at them I’d take the boot when they 
shot me. Well I stood by them and they got it in. And then when they, there were so many 
fans around there and my sons they got a permanent job with them and my family and 
stuff. Because then the company was all they had. Hard on me later. Well they squeezed 
me out and they shut the mine down there to get rid of me. And Sam Caddy was the 
district president at that time because I went there and endorsed him. Now then after that, 
then, they sent me in the latter part of that year into Harlan County. And then I went over 
there. They had 2 men there and told people they was sawmill men hunting for timber 
and told no one our names. They told me to go down there and contact them and I knew 
something was up. And one of at least is dead now. Nice little man but scared to death 
you know. 


Interviewer: Yeah. 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: So I went in there hunting them up and talked with them. 
And I said now if you are wanting to organize you’ve got to let the miners know you’re 
here. And they wouldn't work. They quit right then. I leased, I rented, I was trying to 
lease a place in Culverton over here now and I was trying to rent a place there for my 
headquarters, you see. And them people would tell me they was afraid. And first I went 
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there to that best hotel, and they asked me what I was doing and I said I was organizing 
for the United Mine Workers, and they said we won't keep you. But I sought a case there 
and said my money ought to be as good as anybody else’s. They said we’re afraid we’d 
get the hotel blowed up, see. Well I’m around the little hotel still there in Cumberland 
about to call ina the Internationals all about some foreign fellow about 
John and I don't know if John was living there or not. Anyhow I wanted to stay 
in the place. It was a right clean place there and it was the only place that would keep me. 
And I went to try and rent an office space and nobody would rent me an office space. 
Well I found a little building there that was empty and found out the man who owned it 
Mr. Preach lived way out in the country on the river there. So I went to the Republic to 
fix me up a contract to lease it, see. So much to pay him $50 a month in advance and put 
a clause in it that upon my failure to pay the lease was void. Of course I put that there for 
in my favor so all I had to do was quit paying, see I wadn’t . I fixed that all up 
right, and paid the old man Preach and he came down the next day or two and tried to 
back out but he already had the thing signed. Well that very place I was telling you about, 
before any of the international men came in or anything. Now this here Preacher Music 
you hear telling over in there - I was the first man to ever put him to work over in there. 


Interviewer: Is that so? Now I’ve heard stories about Music’s boy being killed? 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: Yeah. He’s had two sons killed now just after I quit 
working over there. Those fellows came right over to his house and killed one of his boys 
in the bed. Then later on one of them growed up and got killed by something. Poor man 
had it rough. He was a nice man. And I had some awful fellers employed there, and I put 
an American flag on that little building there and put a big sign out there saying it was the 
district headquarters of the United Mine Workers and stuff. Had a sign painted there to 
put it all up. Well they came up there of a night, see I had it open of a night so men could 
come in there. They was afraid to stay there with men working there. One night they 
throwed bricks through there, broke that plate glass out and it just rained down on that 
place. Just missed me but big pisses of scrap iron and all kinds of stuff through there on 
different occasions, you know. And I’d just have it patched up the next day and stay right 
on there. Themnthe first international representative was sent in there. Now Sam Caddy 
was afraid to stick his nose in there, and sent Uncle Tom Hunton, like I was telling you, 
from Colfax Highway in there and he was a very nice old gentleman. I thought Uncle 
Tom, I called him Uncle Tom, he was a great big man. He wasn't as old as I am I don't 
guess. He was getting on in years, and he was a big bald headed man, a jolly feller. And I 
loved that old man. And well, ten, now I am getting a little ahead of myself. Now I was 
laid off there because he run out of organizers, mind you, for a bit. See and I couldn't get 
the job in the Hazard Fields so I came down here to Roda. Now this was an awful big 

. And see this was the biggest mining town in this part of the country then. They 
was working - 


Interviewer: See lam just a little confused. The last I knew you were in Hazard. 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: Well then I went to Harlan. That’s what I’ve been telling 
you. 
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Interviewer: Yeah. 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: Well at the same time I was living around Hazard, you 
know. Thats my home. But I was going in and out at the Harlan when they laid me off, 
they laid me off two or three different times. Laid off one spell there and like I told you, 
see, I was blacklisted among the operators and I couldn't get a job nowhere at the mines. 
That was one place my name come in, see, I had to sign up for social security not long 
before that. I signed up John Lee Wilson and so I slipped into Roda and got a job. Now 
and that was in the early part of 1935. I wasn't here a year until the men elected me to 
represent the local and dragged me to here. And I served here at capacity for four years 
and in the meantime it was ‘39 and I was on the Punishment Committee and I was elected 
to the district here. And the same year that one of the field workers here, he was from 
down in Lee County here, and me and him was on the Punishment Committee in ‘39 and 
got the union shop clause and the contact, see. Then at the same time here in ‘39 there 
was was the Industrial Labor Council here in Appalachia and I was the chairman of it, 
for two year. And I represented my local at all kinds of places and one of them was the 
Southern Conference for Human Welfare. I was there at Chattanooga, Tennessee with 
Katherine Lewis and Ms. Roosevelt. We stood there. And I was staying at the Patten 
Hotel where they stayed in Chattanooga. And that was quite the affair there, I met a lot of 
peculiar people there. And I had a ball in the Chattanooga Times paper. They called me a 
Communist. And I never was a comministy in my life. In fact ’m an old Baptist 
preacher. Have been for several years. And I have never been a communist in my life and 
I never will be as I was concerned. And if I had to be that to live, I would just - that’s one 
thing I agree with the old FBI man Hoover - I would rather be dead than red. And them 
people just ruin their very life and I don't want to be with that stuff and the nonbelievers. 
Now I don't fight no religions or take up for none of them and I’m glad this country is 
that way. We have a right to worship God as we will and I don't believe it’s our neighbors 
business about that. But I know - 


Interviewer: Now can you tell me when you were organizing Harlan County were there 
any Community unions in there at that time? 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: Any Communist movements in there at that time? 
Interviewer: Yeah. 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: No ma'am. And I’1l tell you what, that may be saying 
something. That little tri-city newspaper there coming, I think that’s what they call it the 
tri-city newspaper, now after I went in there and started getting in trouble around them 
for organizing I sent John L. Lewis a copy of one of them papers. And I had an item in 
there for one week and it started something like this - it mentioned bloody battling efforts 
back in the 20s and so forth and that we had been living at peace in Harlan County for 
many years and we found out Communists had slipped in that door. And getting their 
claws in the back alleys of this county. That was me they were talking about and they 
called anybody aCcommunist you know if you were a kind of organizer you see. 
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Interviewer: Yeah. 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: And that's one reason the Communist, a lot of people went 
in it. Uninformed people thought well them people is comminust it's alright. Now I used 
to have time for that. But now I'll tell you, when I worked for the union there were 
Communists. They got me address and they sent me the Daily Worker. And I know a lot 
of people just burn it up, and I'd read it and then burn it up you see. I kept up with them, 
you see. If you got to deal with a lot of people best to know about them if you can, but 
the uniformed people who read everything to read, it's dangerous for them to read some 
things. You know what I mean. 


Interviewer: Right. 

John Lee "Jack" Wilson: But I never was afraid to read nothing myself. 
Interviewer: What did you think of the paper? 

John Lee "Jack" Wilson: Pardon? 

Interviewer: What did you think of their paper? 

John Lee "Jack" Wilson: The Communists’ Daily Worker? 
Interviewer: Yeah. 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: Well I never liked it at all. I just - they’d have some things, 
I mean they had to have some facts in it, you know what I mean. These people start off 
kind of false denominations, they start out with some good things you know. That’s how 
they operate - they start out some good points but then they go and get you in the back. 
And I never could be a Communist and that’s something the mines and the miners’ 
unions are wanting is keeping them out. They had orders back then to get in these unions 
and to and I had to deal with a few of them in locals where I was at and I 
never went through with them. I don't believe in their doctrine and I believe in a living 
God and people that does that they better lay off. And if you don't believe that no one can 
make you believe that. But I always had me a . Inever did though fight no religions 
or nothing. I believe everyone should choose to or not be blessed with. 





Interviewer: You live in Naches? 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: There - now I'll tell you after I was over here and working 
here and going back and forth through the fields that a lot of my very best friends to this 
day and my family would want me to get there and see. We all believed they sent me 
over there to get rid of me. See we all believe that. And I never tried to prove it you know 
what I mean but I told some people that, see. There was at least one man living there that 
was over there with me who was Frank Hall - now that was the feller that got beat up 
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Frank Hall - and they did finally get rid of him a year or so ago and had him beat up. And 
we both believe that him and me both. Now Frank will tell you that their lawyer told him, 
their own lawyer, that they sent him over there to be shot. 


Interviewer: That the union sent him over there - 
John Lee "Jack" Wilson: Sent him over there to be shot. 
Interviewer: Now why would these fellows want to get a union member shot? 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: Here is what they wanted was this. They wanted a case 
against that big coal company over there in Culvert and they had some expendable troops 
that was too big mouthed for them, if you know what I mean. They kindly marked me as 
a radical always. You see of course they kept saying to themselves I was a very trusting 
men and I've been used a long time. Well up to this last day, now here the last time was 
not more than two years, they come to get me to help pick juries, and I’m acquainted with 


people from here to the high river and my mother was a down the high river in 
Kentucky and I've got people all through the mountains and hills of Kentucky worked in 
there. Besides I got my, well my mother was a right here 


. See I'm acquainted to a lot of people through the mountains of Kentucky 
and Virginia, especially, and Southern Tennessee. Now they got me several times to help 
them pick juries and especially federal trials. The last federal case I was in they got Joe 
Castle for dynamitin’ Titler or something over there back there a few years ago. That was 
the last federal case and he turned him in Jackson and I stayed down there. Well they 
payed me $50 a day for them but they wouldn't reinstate me and while we were- and I 
couldn't pass examinations I was running around in the mines and in half an hour I 
couldn't stand. See I’ve got one lung partially collapsed and I'm drawing like a little but 
they never helped me get it. I filled it out and got it myself. Now about a year from 
getting it - well now I’ll tell you after I went too long I couldn’t pass for a 
good paying job. By the time I was working, I don't know how we lived there too. I sent 
in my dues back to my local union and kept my hospital card. We hadn’t use it no time 
and they sent my dues money back. Sent it back if you know what I mean. 








Interviewer: Yeah. 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: And now they was keeping me from the Hazard Fields 
plum out there. They had done that but they had put the crookedest men in the country in 
that field to work there. That was the best organized field in the country. Good union men 
in there. And they put the worst crooks in the country in that field to work there. They 
never did nothing for those men and when they went to having these cut offs, mechanized 
and stuff, then the same thing happened there that happened here. All the good union men 
was got rid of. Now most of the fellers right here and in the Hazard Field and here both. 
Now when I was here and they got the union shop clause here they was just about as 
happy as the men at Roda. Here half the men that worked here belonged to the union. 
Well when they had to come in I was afraid for the the local and obligated and John Ellis 
told me not to treat, you know to treat them right, you see. So I come back and have 
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troubles fighting these men out and have to fight them. See at the time when every little 
thing happens here you’d have to stand here at the and beat them fellers out 
you see. And, pup, now this union shop clause they all come in. Well now I'll tell you 
what the boss Taylor , died last year he was a member 
of the local when he died, been retired a long time. And he just cost him 
they told him to and then he stabbed as many as he could. I was over here, but I was still 
in Hazard helping a chapter too. And he, they had a picket line here in Appalachia when 
they first started in here. He started moving in here one of the mines from West Virginia 
and they wouldn't let him move in. Well they mined up and a favorite of a local union 
here and that’s sample of them and they, them people, called them big union men, hated 
me and just like the companies did. Now that’s what it's came to in most same fields. 
Well I'll tell you the latest thing, Carson told me see I - 








Interviewer: Was this Carson Hibbets? 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: Carson Hibbets. Told me about two years ago, now he said, 
Jack this is the only line in Hazard Field. If I could get back over there and straighten that 
up. Well I knew people over there and I had people write him letters so he could get back 
in over there. And after he went over there he never did lay not one of them off. And he 
was the boss- 


Interviewer: 1 can’t hear you because of the train. 
[Train sounds] 
Interviewer: It’s empty. The train. 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: Oh yeah that’s typical the piece up here. Now this is typical 
where I used to be before there was much mining going on up there. 


[Train passes by] 
Interviewer: Ok you can go. 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: Carson told me, he says you are the only man I can trust to 
go in there, there’s going to be some money and there and I want you to go in there 
and help me. Well I told him it needs cleaning from the top down. That meant and 
every field worker over there, if you know what I mean. See I knew all of them. Well 
now | had four or five different people write him a letter. They told him off. And they got 
him moved over there again. See he used to be in charge of both districts before. Well he 
never moved nobody, see. Well I told him to move over there and I quit. I stopped to see 
him one day and one of the field workers told me he wanted to see me. I never went up 
there. My wife will tell you I would call his office from my home. And I said I wouldn't 
work with nary crook you got over there. And I haven't seen him since. And he had 
claimed to be a personal good friend of mine from . And he’s been in a 
position for 15 years to reinstate me and put that all right and before I got this Black 
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Lung, honey, I was drawing Social Security and Disability pension. And had no 
hospitalization of no kind and been in bad shape in the mine medicine. And I’ve had to 
do without, and with him not doing anything about it. And that's the way they've treated 
me and all these sons that claim to be such good union men are officers, knowing what 
I’ve been going through. They aint moved nary a hand to help me. Now and I'll tell you 
something else now - theys one of these fellers I never let on that I understand him and I 
talked with him often - he belongs, he's in bad shape now, he was one of those fellers that 





had to be made to come in. He comes by here and nice I don't know. It 
don't matter to me. I don't care nohow see. See now, I;Il tell you something. See if I was 
fit to work for Mr. then I don't care to Carson Hibbets off. He 





knows where I am. I don't hide nothing. I'm the man who faced the bullets of the 
Middleton Gang in Harlan and if I have to face bullets from the coal miners I can do that. 
I ain't got much longer here but if it could help, I'll do anything I could to help. Now they 
put a handicap on my drivers license last year when it ran out, and see, my healths bad. 
My vision is getting poor and I was afraid I would not pass the examinations if I did not 
stick to the laws and I don't even have a dime from it. Now and I have only owned a car 
for two years. If you have a handicap you just have to sit here, see. Well I can go 
anywhere and I can get a ride there. Well I'll tell you what, I'll do about anything 

for him and now my wife, I told you yesterday, is here and she’s got a sister 
who lives right across the creek here. Her husband works at one of those mines. And then 
she’s got a sister who lives down there we call New Town, them cottage houses you pass 
by. Her husband works in the mine up here, and she has a sister who lives at Big Stone 
Gap and her man is retired now, he was a member of this local right here. Nice man. And 
then she's got two brothers, one of them he is kind of knocked out now and fixin to retire. 
Lived down here at the stone . And her daddy worked there and she was raised 
there. And her daddy was in charge of members at that local, when the came in there. 
Most of them boys that work there belong, but they aren't active. They are afraid to talk 
to people. Let me - there are some good union men left around here yet and if they found 
out they’d be back to the - if you know what I mean? 


Interviewer: Right. 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: Well now the company don't have to worry anymore about 
me anymore really at all or what they call a troublemaker. The field workers is worried 
about that. Instead the field workers trying to help please men, and I hear something I 
shouldn’t. Now they are educating what they put on a program 

put in the contract. First they dont want people to know 
apparently and they just leave people running loose like a little baby. They will give them 
a day in court, you know, where you can put your grievance up, and they lost before they 
started. These umpires is all lopsided and the board if they hang up and make a show of it 
the umpire will pull them out of the hole once in a while and I learned that in Kentucky 
when I was working there. And Sam Caddy would call Washington and left me there in 
charge of it. I was making a contract once in Lexington, Kentucky and he underscored 
several cases we had to lose and I didnt want one of them. Then he underscored and that 
made him mad. I called who was there, I'll tell you what they do over there. 
Now they'd have a good contract to start with and by the time that umpire gets through 
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with it they've got nothing left, you know what I mean. And now that's the way it's been 
run. And that's the reason the men are worn out with it. Now they’ve got - in the Hazard 
Field is a scabbing field now. And that's was a good union with good people in the 
country over there. And they said it was the worst crooks in the country are still over 
there, and I’ve heard them, the field representatives and people like that over there say 
right out in the bucket about the truck lines. We don't care if they pay $5 or 10 just so we 
get the royalty. I've heard them say that for the public to hear!. I've heard them say that 
and that's why I told him I wouldn't fool with those people. If I can't be honest with 
people then I'm going to be a scab then I'll just say I'm a scab. 


Interviewer: That’s right. 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: And if I'm a union man and I represent people and I never 
double crossed a man in my life but I never expect to. And that's the reason I never got 
far in the gang running that's it. They are a bunch of crooks. And I told them not to deface 
that. I told Carson on the phone like I told you, I dont want to work with that crook over 
there. 


Interviewer: Let, let me - you know you were saying you were willing to do anything 
you could for the- 


John Lee "Jack" Wilson: And I will and I don't think it would be any trouble to have 
if he gets elected and he has a job if he does. But if he gets elected I don't think it's asking 
for too much to have me reinstated. That's all I want. To get the miners pension and the 
hospital card. And that’s all I want. 


Interviewer: When was it that you, that you got taken off the, umm, got kicked out of 
the union? 


[End of Audio] 
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